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Aetat.54.]        The abruptness of Grays Ode.
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sublime1. His Elegy in a Church-yard has a happy selection of images, but I don't like what are called his great things. His Ode which begins
"Ruin seize thee, ruthless King, Confusion on thy banners wait 1"
has been celebrated for its abruptness, and plunging into the subject all at oncea. But such arts as these have no merit, unless when they are original. We admire them only once ; and this abruptness has nothing new in it. We have had it often before. Nay, we have it in the old song of Johnny Armstrong3:
" Is there ever a man in all Scotland
From the highest estate to the lowest degree, &c. And then, Sir,
"Yes, there is a man in Westmoreland,
And Johnny Armstrong they do him call."
There, now, you plunge at once into the subject. You have no previous narration to lead you to it. The two next lines in that Ode arc, I think, very good :
" Though fann'd by conquest's crimson wing, They mock the air with idle state4."'
1 'In 1757 Gray published The Progress of Poetry and The Hard, two compositions at which the readers of poetry were at first content to gaze in mute amazement. Some that tried them confessed their inability to understand them. . . . Garrick wrote a few lines in their praise. Some hardy champions undertook to rescue them from neglect; and in a short time many were content to be shown beauties which they could not Bee.' Johnson's Works, viii. 478. See post, March 28, and April 2, 1775, and 1780 in Mr. Langton's Collection. Goldsmith, no doubt, attacked Gray among 'the misguided innovators,' of whom he said in his Life ofParnell:—'They have adopted a language of their own, and call upon mankind for admiration. All those who do not understand them
1)
are silent, and those who make out their meaning are willing to praise to show they understand.1 Goldsmith's Misc. Works, iv. 22.
3 Johnson, perhaps, refers to the anonymous critic quoted by Mason in his notes on this Ode, who says :— 'This abrupt execration plunges the reader into that sudden fearful perplexity which is designed to predominate" through the whole.1 Mason's Gray, eel. 1807, i. 96.
3  ' Of the first stanza [of The Bard} the abrupt beginning has been celebrated ;   but technical beauties can give praise only to the inventor.    It is in the power of any man to rush abruptly upon his subject that has read the  ballad   of Johnny Armstrong!   Johnson's Works, viii. 485.
4  My friend  Mr.  Malone, in his valuable comments on Shakspeare,
d 2,                                     Here
1:1
ii         n d                                             thathe poor authors is described having been 'reduced to a wool night-cap and living upon sheej trotters, up three pair of stairs ba on my mind, and would be registered with peculiar attention.
